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FuturesLab 2021

On July 6th 2021, Chandos Construction and OCAD U CO 
brought a diverse group of 40 AEC industry stakeholders 
from across North America together to have a conversation 
about Signals of the future, from writ large at a societal level 
down to specifics about the AEC space. This report captures 
the outcomes of that conversation, containing observations, 
recommendations, and the signals of the future on which the 
discussions were based.
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Although the future is unknown, there are a few things we can say with 

certainty. The impacts of climate change are far-reaching and significant: 

they are already felt in many different ways around the world. The ways in 

which we collaborate within and across our industries is shifting— the move 

to distributed work as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic has already given 

illuminated new and hybrid ways of working. Technology continues to evolve 

at an exponential rate with Artificial Intelligence at the leading edge, moving 

us closer to what has only existed in many science fiction novels until now. In 

evaluating the Signals prepared through the FuturesLab research process and 

workshop, we can see the present changes and signs of the future that are 

quickly growing in prominence and influence. 

The questions we grappled with in FuturesLab and its preceding research 

invite us to collectively examine the extent to which these changes may 

evolve— peak impact, certainty of significance, influence on the Architecture, 

Engineering and Construction (AEC) industry, as well as the ability the AEC 

industry has to exert a meaningful response in an ever-changing world. 

The research leading up to FuturesLab included a horizon scan of over 200 

trends shifting our current world. These trends were then supplemented by 

over two dozen research interviews with experts in the AEC industry, before 

culminating in a collaborative event where experts discussed and evaluated 

the Signals of the future that emerged. The FuturesLab event highlighted a 

FuturesLab 2021 | Introduction

One can have only as 
much preparation as he 
has foresight. 
-Jim Butcher, Author
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clear need to consider the implications of these Signals as standalone macro 

changes. In addition, the Signals prompted an examination of the intersection 

of Signals and the possible resulting impacts for individuals, societies and 

organizations at local and global levels. Considering these different possible 

interactions is a form of scenario development (illustrated in Madeline 

Ashby’s story - see Appendix A) and has long been an organizational strategy 

technique to make sense of complexity and can be used to better anticipate 

and understand emerging changes happening at multiple layers of society.  

By imagining how the Signals might intersect, over different time horizons, we 

can then place ourselves as individuals or as organizations in each of these 

scenarios and consider the opportunities and challenges that might not have 

been previously evident. By working through this type of exercise, we can 

then build a view of what a more desirable or preferable future might look like 

and how we might get there, and in contrast— what a less desirable future 

might look like. This stress-testing activity is increasingly important as it can 

pin point strategic decisions across an organization or industry. 

The AEC industry has an imperative to be part of the change that we want to 

see in the world. Increasingly, we must work within the tensions of economic 

growth and planetary decline, of technological evolution and the need for 

greater human connection, of increasing mistrust of institutions and and the 

need for safer workplaces that promote greater inclusivity. The need for a 

greater understanding of the future, and resilience in the face of change can 

no longer be ignored. 

FuturesLab 2021 | Introduction
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Section 1.0 | Key Insights 

What we Learned: 
Key Insights and 
Recommendations 
The following pages outline the key insights that emerged from six months of 
research, trend scanning and expert interviews leading up to FuturesLab 2021 
as well as the collaborative FuturesLab event itself.
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Section 1.0 | Key Insights 

FuturesLab research and outcomes 
suggest several important questions 
AEC industry stakeholders must 
address.

We are at a tipping point where there is an opportunity for the AEC industry 

to become a significant leader in shaping each of the following tensions for 

the betterment of our current and future generations. Pursuing new models 

of collaboration, piloting new ways of integrating AI technologies into 

workflows, leading the way in fostering spaces where diversity of thought 

and expression can flourish, and designing the built environment in a way 

that supports environmental growth, not just economic. With bold actions, 

informed by strategic foresight, it is not hard to imagine many possible 

worlds where we flourish together.

Strategic foresight does not predict the future but seeks to prepare us for 

uncertainty by helping us think systematically about the possible and plausible 

futures that lay ahead. That preparation can effectively take the form of 

questions, and attempting to answer them can help direct paths of possible 

action. We suggest every organization in the AEC space would be well served 

by grappling with the following seven questions that emerged from the signals 

and FuturesLab 2021.

1. What is your climate action plan? 

Across the board, Climate Crises was recognized as the Signal to watch, and 

one that will continue to have long and enduring impacts on the AEC industry. 

FuturesLab research showed a certain and significant impact to society at 

large, a sense of urgency for the AEC industry to respond, and importantly, a 

perceived high ability for the industry to do so.

2. How will your digital and physical worlds interact?

Throughout the FuturesLab process, Metaverse Migration was identified as 
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Section 1.0 | Key Insights 

a possible challenge, and opportunity for the AEC industry in the coming 

decade. The research uncovered a collective perspective that there are 

very likely important implications of a future virtual and physical world 

integration that will be critical to watch over the next few years. Among those 

implications, the most provocative concerns whether the rise of a persistent 

digital world may become a “competitor” to the physical world. 

3. Are you becoming effective collaborators?

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, digital collaboration has quickly become 

a norm made possible by a plethora of common and emergent technological 

tools. The FuturesLab research highlighted that technology will be just 

one part of the future of Collaboration Evolved, with the most successful 

organizations being those that are able to foster significant diversity, equity, 

and inclusion to develop the most innovative solutions and transformational 

work.

4. How will you integrate the best of technology with human ingenuity?

Emerging technologies like artificial intelligence, virtual reality, and “Internet-

of-Things” devices can usefully augment our approach to work and 

collaboration if used thoughtfully. Without cautious deployment, we run the 

risk of implementing biased AI or opaque algorithms that take the human 

being out of the creative, decision-making loop. While many emerging 

technologies are already in use in the AEC industry—a sign of us moving 

towards AI Everywhere, we should always be willing to examine our tools and 

practices to determine if our approach is the best available for ourselves and 

our stakeholders. 

5. How can you foster greater diversity, equity, inclusion, and 

decolonization in your work-- at the organizational, team and individual 

levels? 

We’re in the midst of a societal transformation in which longstanding 

institutional forms of power and privilege are being questioned and 

overturned in an effort to bring about a more just and equitable world for 
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Section 1.0 | Key Insights 

everyone. And while the AEC industry is often perceived as lagging behind 

others in this process, there is much we can do as leaders and influencers to 

make space for emerging voices and Diverse Identities. This is the right thing 

to do as well as being good for the industry. As we face down a skilled worker 

shortage, the natural place to seek to nurture the next generation of talent is 

in communities that have historically been under-represented in our industry. 

6. What impact might declining institutional trust have on our industry, and 

how might we start to act today to maintain and improve our stakeholders’ 

trust in our work? 

Trust in cornerstone societal institutions—from governments to police 

and banks to media—has been on a steady, decades-long decline due to a 

combination of high-profile failures and scandals coupled with increasing 

public scrutiny enabled by new communication technologies. The AEC 

industry’s public reckoning may come sooner than we think. Issues like aging, 

failing infrastructure, sub-standard building practices, increased environmental 

stressors from climate change, and poor global labor standards for the 

industry may lead to events that further contribute to Declining Trust— 

effectively shaking the public’s trust in the industry. 

7. What new opportunities and business models are emerging for your 

organization as the world becomes more urbanized?

More of the world’s people move to the world’s cities with each passing year. 

In thirty years, roughly one in three people on Earth will be living in an urban 

environment. Many people move to cities seeking opportunity—after all, they 

are cauldrons for innovation and engines of prosperity. At the same time, ever-

denser urban landscapes and an increasingly Urbanized Earth present unique 

opportunities for those of us who design and construct the built environment 

to create spaces that promote health and community.



x

Section 2.0 | FuturesLab Voting Results 

Collective Industry 
Intelligence 

FuturesLab Participant Discussion 

Group Voting Results.



12

We don’t know what we don’t 
know—but that doesn’t mean we 
shouldn’t try. 

FuturesLab 2021 was a collaborative virtual session hosted by Chandos 

Construction that brought together experts and colleagues from across 

the Architecture, Engineering and Construction (AEC) industry. Prior to the 

session, participants were introduced to 17 Signals shaping our future, ranging 

from emerging technologies to growing socio-political divides and aging 

populations. In a series of pre-FuturesLab sessions, we asked participants 

to provide reflections on which Signals they felt were most alarming or, 

alternately, most exciting. We then drew on these reflections to narrow the 

field down to a set of nine provocative, distinct, and wide-ranging Signals that 

would form the basis of our FuturesLab conversations. 

During FuturesLab, participants discussed, analyzed, and individually voted on 

each Signal in a series of conversations structured around several dimensions 

exploring how our Signals might shape the future, including:

• When each Signal might reach its peak impact on society and the certainty 

of it having significant impact;

• How much impact each Signal might have on the AEC industry;

• How urgent it is for the AEC industry to respond to each Signal, and to 

what extent the AEC industry has an ability to do so.

The results of these discussions showed both the diversity of thought that 

participants brought to FuturesLab and the collective perspective developed 

throughout the event, as well as informed the questions in the preceding 

section. The following pages document voting outcomes in the five different 

conversational dimensions. Organizations would be well served to consider 

their own stance on the relative positioning of the various signals in these 

contexts. 

Section 2.0 | FuturesLab Voting Results 
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Section 2.0 | Signal Session 1

When will this Signal reach its peak 
impact on society, and how certain are 
you that its impact will be significant?
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Section 2.0 | Signal Session 1

Session One Voting Results 

Time to Peak and Certainty of Significance 

• Climate Crises was judged as the most likely Signal to have 
significant impact on the future of human society, with 90% 
rating it as likely or very likely to be significant. However, 
participants were roughly split into thirds on whether it would 
reach its peak impact in the near, mid, or long-term.

• Urbanized Earth split participants regarding its significance, 
with 30% rating it as very unlikely, unlikely, or somewhat 
unlikely to be significant. Some felt that the Western world had 
passed peak urbanism and was entering a phase of resettlement 
into suburbs and exurbs. Others noted that cities in developing 
nations would continue to grow, and may act as hubs for a 
globally mobile workforce. 

• Signals that described tools and movements that might help 
address the challenges that lay before us—like Collaboration 
Evolved, Regenerative Commerce, and Metaverse Migration—
were seen as somewhat significant developments that might 
unfold over the next 10-15 years. AI Everywhere rated much 
higher on significance, but was also judged to have the longest 
time to peak impact among all of the Signals, with 40% 
expecting its peak impact to be 25 years or more in the future. 

Below are some notes that give more insight into the results of the 
vote, and help to unpack some of the reflections that FuturesLab 
participants shared throughout the plenary discussion:
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Section 2.0 | Signal Session 2

How much impact might each Signal 
have on the AEC Industry?
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Section 2.0 | Signal Session 2

Signal Session Two Voting Results

Impact on AEC Industry

• By and large, participants agreed that Climate Crises will have 
the strongest impact on the AEC industry over the next 10 years, 
with over 74% of participants voting Climate Crises as having 
Very Strong Impact. The shift to urbanization characterised 
in Urbanized Earth was voted as the second most likely Signal 
to have impact on the AEC industry, although there was some 
disagreement as to how this impact would play out. 

• Have and Have Nots was judged to have the least impact on the 
AEC industry, with over 50% of participants rating this signal as 
having Weak Impact or Very Weak Impact. 

• Although Metaverse Migration was ranked second to last, this 
signal showcased a broad discord across participants, with votes 
spread fairly equally across all 5 voting dimensions. This may be 
due to a disagreement or lack of understanding as to how this 
signal may impact the industry in future. 

Below are some notes that give more insight into the results of the 
vote, and help to unpack some of the reflections that FuturesLab 
participants shared throughout the plenary discussion:
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Section 2.0 | Signal Session 3

How urgent is the need for AEC to 
address each Signal, and what ability 
does the industry have to respond?
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Section 2.0 | Signal Session 3

Session Three Voting Results

Ability to Respond and Urgency to Address

• Across the board, participants agreed that Climate Crises is 
the most urgent Signal for the AEC industry to respond to 
with most participants ranking it as Very High. There was a 
varied perspective on how well the AEC industry is equipped to 
respond to this Signal with diverse spread across the spectrum 
from Very Low to Very High.

• Most participants agreed that the AEC industry has the greatest 
ability to respond to Collaboration Evolved with more than 
60% of participants voting High or Very High. Almost 80% of 
these same participants also believe that there is High or Very 
High urgency for the AEC industry to respond to this Signal. 
It is important to note a few outliers who voted Very Low for 
both urgency and ability to respond, representing 8% of the 
participant group.

• Urbanized Earth was met with some of the greatest range 
of perspectives from participants. Although more than 50% 
of participants agree that the AEC industry has High or Very 
High ability to respond, of those participants there is very little 
alignment on the urgency to do so. Similarly, although 50% of 
all participants agree that there is High or Very High urgency to 
respond to an Urbanized Earth, there is no significant alignment 
within this group about the industry’s ability to respond 
effectively.

Below are some notes that give more insight into the results of the 
vote, and help to unpack some of the reflections that FuturesLab 
participants shared throughout the plenary discussion:
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The following Signals of the future are presented in no particular order. Signals 
which were leveraged as the “Final 9” Signals evaluated during FuturesLab are 
identified with a grey band at their top left corner. 

17 Signals of the Future

01- Urbanized Earth

02- AI Everywhere

03- Regenerative Commerce

04- Internet of Places

05- Metaverse Migration

06- Climate Crises

07- Energy Revolution

08- Haves and Have Nots

09- Collaboration Evolved

10- Polarized Positions

11- Diverse Identities

12- Greying Nations

13- World on the Move

14- Institutional Shakeups

15- Declining Trust

16- Developing Nations Rising

17- New Lifeways

Section 3.0 | 17 Signals

17 Signals of the future 
were developed for 
FuturesLab 2021. 

x
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The following set of 17 Signals are an effort to rise above the constant flow 

of information that washes over us everyday in order to identify and explore 

critical changes happening in our world.

Each Signal is a collection of data-points—like news stories, reports, surveys, 

and statistics—that, taken together, point to a trend which may play a 

significant part in shaping the future.

These Signals were informed by over 200 trends identified through an 

environmental scan in the domains of culture, technology, economics, science, 

and politics.

This research was supplemented by twenty hours of interviews conducted 

with professionals in the architecture, engineering, and construction industries 

in which we discussed emerging trends, as well as the biggest opportunities 

and challenges ahead of us. 

Taken together, these 17 Signals provide a broad view of change—from 

seismic shifts shaking our global politics and cultural landscapes to emerging 

technologies reshaping the places we live and work.

Section 3.0 | 17 Signals

17 Signals - a view of the future, now. 
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Appendix

Appendix 
Madeline Ashby 
Keynote Transcript

The FuturesLab event was kicked off with a keynote from author and 
futurist, Madeline Ashby, who challenged the group with a range of ideas 
drawn from the Signals. A transcript of these ideas is included in the 
following pages. 
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Appendix A

Madeline Ashby Keynote Transcript - FuturesLab 2021

First, thank you for having me with you, today. I’d like to thank Markku Allison 
at Chandos, and our OCADU Co facilitators Jayar LaFontaine and Emily Krause 
and Molly Connor, not just for their invitation but for all the hard work they’ve 
done to create and facilitate this event. To those of you who made use of the 
welcome package and Miro board, I can tell you that this team was excited 
and intrigued by your early participation — it really did make a difference. I’ve 
seen a sneak preview of what they have in store, and I think that as more of us 
emerge into the proverbial “new normal,” sharing this experience together will 
yield critical insights about where we want to go in the future.

One goal of this event is that you take those insights with you when you leave. 
They can form a kind of toolkit for you as you navigate uncertainty. Because 
rest assured, the only  certainty is that the uncertainty will not stop. The 
trends you examined in your welcome package and which you will continue 
discussing today are ongoing, and will remain so for the foreseeable future. 
Even with mitigation strategies, global temperatures will continue to rise. 
The fires will continue to burn. The ice will continue to melt. There will be 
other viruses. There will be other riots, and other regimes. There will be old 
feuds and new identities. There will be precarious economies and even more 
precarious relationships. There will be new loyalties and new values. You are 
going to be surprised. The rollercoaster is not going to stop. It may, if we’re 
lucky, slow down long enough for us to catch our breath and enjoy the view. 
With that in mind, it is imperative that we develop the nimbleness necessary to 
experience surprises as pleasant.

This isn’t to say that all is lost, or that we’re all doomed. But during periods of 
increasing division and fragmentation, when resource concentration mirrors 
social polarization in its intensity, what real leaders do is show the way 
forward. They lead by example. They prove, through their decisions and how 
they implement them, that a stable and prosperous future is in fact possible. 
Real leaders, regardless of their field, are able to look at uncertainty and 
accept it, and maintain their focus on a vision. They build. 

In our early discussions about this event, one theme that our gracious hosts at 
Chandos landed on was “building the future.” 

It’s easy to think of “building the future” as purely figurative, or metaphorical. 
But in your case, in the case of the industries you represent, building the future 
is a literal act. During the ongoing COVID 19 pandemic, we’ve seen that to 
be the true: the so-called “black swan” or “wild card” event that futurists like 
me talk about did indeed arrive, and what changed first? Built environments. 
Suddenly there was talk of whether office towers and strip malls and even 
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school buildings were still relevant. Basic structures like checkout stands 
and ATM vestibules had to change, overnight. Suddenly cities gained a new 
understanding of the importance of sidewalk space, and bike lanes, and having 
available breathing room on public transit. Basic principles of designing for 
human habitation, like heating and ventilation, became life or death problems 
to grapple with. It was as though we were cast members in a post-apocalyptic 
science fiction film whose script we had yet to read, and the production 
designers had changed the set before we could even learn our lines. 

Built environments have always, and always will, reveal more about the people 
who build and inhabit them than we would like to admit. If that were not the 
case, then archaeologists wouldn’t still be studying the pyramids, or the buried 
cities surrounding them, for clues about how ancient peoples lived their lives. 
I was trained as an historian before I was trained as a futurist, which means 
that the way I learned to look backward prepared me for how to look forward. 
And in both disciplines, it’s helpful to ask: what is the story being told by this 
structure? What does this building say about the values of the people who 
designed and built it? 

Here’s a fun game: imagine an alien civilization lands, and you, as a 
representative of the fields of architecture, engineering, or construction, 
are tasked with answering their questions. Imagine explaining to that alien 
civilization the existence of benches tilted so the homeless can’t sleep on 
them. Or why so few public washrooms aimed at men have baby changing 
tables. Or why some buildings have ramps and elevators while others don’t, or 
why lights are left on even though it kills, conservatively, one hundred million 
migratory birds per year in the United States alone. Or consider the recent 
heat dome over the Pacific Northwest, where the temperatures rose so high 
that a twenty-year-old light rail track in Oregon began to melt and warp, 
eventually shutting down the entire system. 

How might a future historian explain these same things, to their students? How 
might that future historian explain that the people of the twenty-first century 
had designed not for their own century, but for the one that came before? 

The disability rights movement has long argued this same point: we build 
what we design, and we design what we dream, and those included in our 
designs are those who are allowed to participate in a shared dream. And from 
that perspective it’s not so unusual to consider a future with its own building 
codes. What are the standards for a strong future that can weather a few 
super storms? What are the codes to which our futures must be built? In the 
same way that we know certain shapes or materials are necessary to build 
a structure that lasts, we also know that some things survive the future and 
others don’t. So, how do we build for the world to come? Do we mandate the 
inclusion of more radium in our white paints, so they create a better albedo 
effect? Do we declare air conditioning a human right? Wouldn’t that first 
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involve declaring housing as a human right? And if we did declare housing a 
human right, just how fast would that market explode? 

Jerzy Kosinski, known as being the author of Being There and Painted Bird 
and many others, said “And really the purpose of art — for me, fiction — is to 
alert, to indicate to stop, to say: Make certain that when you rush through you 
will not miss the moment which you might have had, or might still have.” And 
Stanislaw Lem, a hero to many of us who consider ourselves science fiction 
writers, said, “Science can explain the world, but only Art can reconcile us to 
it.”

So, in that spirit, I’m going to tell you a story. For a person in my line of work, 
stories do for futures what human figures do for scale models. You can look 
at multiple scenarios, many of them very detailed, and still not understand 
the real-world implications of them until they’re populated with characters. 
Characters in fiction do for various futures what the scale image of a human 
being does for a piece of concept art. Suddenly what was only imagined 
becomes real. 

This story was inspired by several things. You will hear different news items in 
this story. Some if may sound very familiar to you. Some of it may sound new. 
If you’d like to talk more about what inspired me, or about our work, we’ll have 
a Q&A later. 

***

“It says here you entered Canada as a climate refugee.” 

Darcy nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I was born in Louisiana.” Where they still say 
ma’am, she thought.

“You don’t have an accent.” 

“No, ma’am. I came here when I was five.” 

The new arrivals panel at the Restoration Arms all nodded in unison. Each 
of the five were calling in from their units inside the Arms. They each wore 
chunky, hand-knit sweaters. It was still cold in Timmins. Truly cold. Fairy tale 
cold. Doctor Zhivago cold. Darcy suppressed a shiver of delight just thinking 
of it. When she was a little girl, snow seemed like a thing that only happened 
on Disney, or Netflix. Decades later, it was even rarer, and more magical. She 
had become a connoisseur of cold. She collected it — sometimes literally, 
if she remembered to bring an air sample kit on her travels. Bundling up, 
insulating oneself, was such a luxury. It was beyond that Danish word for 
coziness. It was a reminder of an earlier, simpler time. A time when winter was 
still a wonderland. The time they wrote the songs about. 
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“Where are your parents now?” 

“My dad is still in Moncton. My other dad had the fungus.” She gestured 
vaguely at her chest.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” 

Darcy never knew what to say in moments like this. Was she meant to say 
‘Thank you’? Was she supposed to tell them it was okay now, and that she was 
over it? She wasn’t okay. She wasn’t over it. She didn’t know if she ever would 
be. She suspected that no one who had watched someone else die of mycelial 
hemorrhage could ever really be okay again.

One of the board members nodded more thoughtfully. His eyes were 
defocused. He was obviously reading her application over again, in another 
layer of his vision. The resolution wasn’t quite good enough on her end for her 
to see the data scattered over his retinae, but she suspected it was there and 
not on a screen. “And that illness happened after they had claimed asylum.”

Darcy suppressed a familiar spike of indignation. One day, she would learn to 
hear this question as something other than an accusation. Today was not that 
day, but it would come. Eventually. Possibly after she had a home of her own. 
Possibly once she had a place to belong, or a person to belong with, or any of 
the other things she wanted but other people took for granted. 

“Yes, sir. The spores were latent, dormant, so they didn’t show up on the scan. 
They didn’t regenerate until later, after he’d caught the factory flu. His fever 
revived them.” Darcy didn’t know why she was still so embarrassed to admit 
this. It wasn’t as though they had deceived anyone. The spores really hadn’t 
shown up in the scan. Both her dads had passed the health scans. The only 
real question at the time was about their mental health, about the long-term 
impact of trauma and whether it would hinder their adjustment to Canada.

“Their marriage was annulled by the state of Louisiana, so they got forced 
apart in the Red Cross camp after the storm.” Darcy watched the reactions 
play out across their faces. Most of them looked appropriately horrified. She 
was aware that there was a ringer in the group — one of the people on the 
board wasn’t a person at all, but a personification of the building’s goals and 
values, which would act as a tiebreaking vote if the need should arise. But in a 
remote context, picking out which one was the avatar was more difficult. “We 
weren’t allowed a family-sized shelter, all three of us, because their marriage 
wasn’t on Louisiana’s distributed ledgers any longer. That’s when PaPère 
contacted the Acadian Repatriation Centre. They sponsored our move to 
Moncton, on account of my dad’s French.” 
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“And your French? Is it good?” 

She smirked. “Oui, monsieur.” 

The French was a point in her favour; slightly less than fifty percent of the 
population of Timmins was still Francophone. This was a reason for her to feel 
confident. And Darcy knew that these answers weren’t technically allowed to 
have any bearing on whether she was accepted by the condo board or not. 
The goal of the questioning was much the same as going through customs — 
it was meant to needle her, just slightly, to see how she might respond. It was 
illegal for the condo board to look at her wearable data for the purposes of the 
interview. They couldn’t ask to see her heartbeat or track her pupils, because 
that mean asking for health data. But she had no idea what kind of software 
was in their chat program. Every province had slightly different standards of 
what was allowed; the privacy commissioner was releasing a white paper next 
month about bringing forward a national standard of surveillance ethics, in 
partnership with the commissioner for artificial intelligence standards. 

The board member who seemed the most business-like, and who Darcy 
suspected of being the most artificially intelligent, asked, “What drew you to 
the Restoration Arms?” 

Darcy smiled. Most condo boards loved hearing about how great their 
communities were. The Restoration Arms was no different. “I really appreciate 
historic sites,” she said. “I guess it’s a holdover from Louisiana. From my dads. 
I think the Restoration Arms has a really distinctive history, and I’d like to be 
part of it.” 

The board member continued, “Do you have an interest in dividend 
developments?” 

Darcy nodded. “I’ve visited a few of them, across the country. I think they’re 
going to be for this century what WPA projects were in the last one.”

Another board member, this one seeming much younger, chimed in: “Really? 
Where? Do you have a favourite?” 

“I like the buildings outside Banff. They’re the ones that seem the most alive.” 

It was true. The dividend developments outside Banff were made of living, 
self-healing concrete and active photovoltaic louvers that unfolded themselves 
against the cold like birds fluffing their feathers against a chill wind. Its grey 
water recycling system fed a vertical farm that hung in the centre of the 
tower, like a panopticon of plants. The pigments changed based on exterior 
air quality to communicate warnings to the residents, much like a forest might 
warn itself of impending fire. It smelled green, inside. 



62

“Alive in the sense of the building, or alive in the sense of community?” 

“Both,” Darcy said. “Ecology is ecology. Ecosystems are ecosystems.” 

“It says here you’re a dendrologist.”

“Yes. I study networks of trees, and how they transmit warnings to each other 
across forests via hormones and sugars in root systems.” 

One of the board members smiled. She was an older woman with pink hair and 
a lot of piercings. “So you’re saying that trees are gossips.” 

“They are indeed,” Darcy said. When the others on the call said nothing, 
she added, “I think that’s something else that drew me buildings like the 
Restoration Arms. I think the way your community makes decisions is very…tree 
like. Very arboreal, for lack of a better term.” 

In fact, Darcy did have a better term. Mycorrizhal was the term. But it was 
easier to simply say “symbiotic,” and it didn’t speak to the shared resource 
management that emergent communities like the Restoration Arms practised. 
“Forests don’t fight for sunlight,” she said. “They don’t fight for water, or 
nutrition, or any of the other resources you might think. Forests as a whole 
don’t do that. Individual trees or plants might, but not if they’re part of a 
healthy forest, and not if they have a healthy relationship to the surrounding 
fungi and mosses. Forests delegate. They share. And I think that’s what all 
these dividend developments have been doing, since the payouts. They’ve 
been deciding how best to manage the resources that came from the payouts, 
after the court rulings.”

In the United States, the Fossil Feuds had resulted in payouts to individual 
states or cities, to do with as they chose. In Canada, the payouts from 
extraction firms turned into public-private partnerships in development, in 
addition to payouts, to create housing and green infrastructure. As part of the 
initial payout and the ongoing dividend structure, community groups were 
given stewardship over new developments that adhered to new standards of 
energy and material integrity. These buildings would not melt into sand. Their 
windows would not freeze and contract and fall down to kill the people below. 
They would maintain thermal balance. They would not suffocate the elderly. 
That was the promise. 

“And that’s why you want to come here?” one board member asked. 

“Well, yes,” she said. “And also, I want to be married.” 

There was an awkward silence. 
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“Really?” the pink-haired woman asked. She looked at Darcy as though 
she’d grown another head. It was obvious that they hadn’t expected her, 
an otherwise very modern woman, to be interested in this particular act of 
germination. Clearly, she had no idea what it was like to try dating in a tiny 
town with two of the most gossipy dads in the universe. 

“Yes. Your building has an excellent track record of putting single people 
together. You’ve made it a focus of your mission, in part to protect the 
Francophone community in Timmins. And because I’d also like to raise my 
children bilingual, like I am…” She shrugged. “It seems like an ideal place to 
settle down.” 

“So you have a mission of your own.” The man who asked her sounded rather 
intrigued. 

“Doesn’t everybody?” Darcy asked. “I looked at the future I wanted to have, 
and I looked at how to get there. And I think that living with you, sharing a 
network with you, is the best way for me to achieve that dream.” 

THE END

AUTHOR’S NOTE

This story, called “Restoration Arms,” is one of many possible futures inspired 
by the nine trends chosen by attendees of the Chandos FuturesLab event, and 
curated by facilitators at OCAD U CO. While I observed the process of winnowing 
the nine trends from a much larger group, I myself didn’t vote so as to influence 
my choice of subject matter. In other words, I didn’t choose these trends, because 
I wanted to speak to the concerns named by the group rather than just my 
personal favourites. With that said, some of the tensions present in the trends are 
also the tensions that I believe make for compelling future fiction, namely those 
surrounding climate change, urbanization, artificial intelligence, and new forms of 
collaboration and community development. But this is only one story, and really 
almost the beginning of a story that could go in many different directions, and 
contain many different characters on multiple dramatic trajectories. You can write 
your own story involving these trends. History certainly will.



x




